
Trinity 11 2020. St Thomas on The Bourne 

You are Peter, and on this rock, I will build my church. 

One of the loveliest moments on that first Sunday when we were able to come back to St 

Thomas’ after weeks and weeks of lockdown, was watching our Vicar, John, trying to light 

the Easter Candle at the beginning of the service. He fumbled with the match and then he 

struggled to get the candle to light. We held our breath with him and for him, and then, as 

the flame caught, he simply said ‘The light of Christ’ 

Totally unrehearsed…but a glorious statement of the truth of things, that no matter how 

dark the darkness may be, the light of Christ continues to shine. It was a moment at St 

Thomas’ that will stay with me for a very long time. 

Now the next thing I’m about to say may surprise you. When I read today’s Gospel in 

preparation for this sermon, my heart sank. I find the phrase ’You are Peter, and on this 

rock, I will build my church’ incongruous, difficult, and awkward. Perhaps, I say to myself, 

letting myself off the hook, perhaps the words were put into the mouth of Christ by 

Matthew. I say that because you cannot find the same words anywhere else in the other 

Gospels. Similar phrases, yes, but not addressed just to Peter but to all the disciples.  

I am troubled by the words because they have been used across the centuries to assert an 

exclusivist and authoritarian and hierarchical view of the Church. They have been used to 

proclaim its absolute power; ‘whatever you loose on earth, shall be loosed in heaven, and 

whatever you bind on earth, shall be bound in heaven…’ They have been used as the basis 

for claiming that one form of Christianity is the standard against which all other forms have 

to measure themselves. They have been used in a triumphalist and brow-beating way. They 

have led to misogyny and awful anti-Semitism. And they have led, may we be forgiven, to 

terrible assertions of priestly power. 

So, I am left very uneasy about the phrase ‘You are Peter and on this rock I will build my 

church’, partly because I find many of our church behaviours across the centuries morally 

cruel and completely indefensible, and partly, having had the privilege of being a bishop 

(and it was a huge and wonderful privilege) I saw the very best and the very worst of 

institutional Christianity. In other words, the church that I have experienced during my life is 

a very mixed institution; some of its life has been, and is, breathtakingly lovely, and some of 

it, is downright miserable, mean and manipulative. And that is at all levels: parish, deanery, 

diocese, national and international. Can the church to which I belong really be the one that 

Christ intended? 

Now look again, not at the words that were said, but at the person to whom the words were 

addressed: Peter was a failure, he was a betrayer, an impulsive and lovely man who had 

some pretty obvious flaws. Not a rock at all…he was wobbly and uncertain but was 

committed life and soul and body to his Lord. 



Which gives me hope. If Jesus meant that he was founding his church on fallible humanity, 

then I can buy that… because that is exactly what I find in the Church; all of us flawed; all of 

us wobbly; all of us uncertain; all of us sinners, and yet…and yet…all of us, trying, in a myriad 

different ways, to devote our lives to Christ and to follow in his paths. No doubt getting it 

wrong, and sometimes getting it right. But never, ever perfect. 

So, I return to the picture of John lighting the Easter candle: that was a statement, a very 

simple statement, of our collective faith and belief… that at the heart of our funny, 

muddled, frustrating institution with all its flaws and all its glories is Christ himself. It is that 

which keeps me going…for that is the only kind of Church to which I can give my whole-

hearted allegiance; a church of fallible humanity but a church touched gently with the 

compassionate grace of Christ… so, may Christ in his mercy bless and guide us, now and 

always. ’The light of Christ…’ The words say it all. 

 

The Rt Revd Dr Christopher Herbert. 

  

 

 

 

 

 


